"Data from the consulting firm Outsell in Burlingame, California, suggest that the sciencepublishing industry generated $9.4 billion in revenue in 2011 and published around $1.8 million English-language articles -an average revenue per article of roughly $5,000. Analysts estimate profit margins at 20%-30% for the industry, so the average cost to the publisher of producing an article is likely to be around $3,500-$4,000."
The article continues on to explore the costs of publishing an academic science article. The range of claimed costs to publish such an article is simply astounding. Again referring to the Nature News and Comment article above:
"Philip Campbell, editor-in-chief of Nature, estimates his journal's internal costs at £20,000-£30,000 ($30,000-$40,000) per paper. Paul Peters, president of the Open Access Scholarly Publishing Association and chief strategy officer at the open-access publisher Hindawi in Cairo, says that last year his group published 22,000 articles at a cost of $290 per article."
As you can see, the scientific publishing industry is reporting costs that vary over an astonishing two orders of magnitude, with the bulk of publishing in our field close to the average stated above. The costs for these articles are paid through subscriptions and print advertising. Sometimes the academic journals return money to sponsoring societies, but this is certainly not always true. The JACMP publishes at a value very close to the lowest cost number reported above. It does this while maintaining a publishing quality that essentially matches that of other academic journals in radiology and radiation oncology.
So, why are many mainstream academic publications so expensive? The most obvious initial answer is that printing and mailing hardcopy journals is expensive, at about $2 per printed issue. This explains about 15%-20% of the cost differential between print and online-only journals. Another part of the difference is profit margins for the publisher. Reliable numbers are difficult to come by, but it is estimated in the article referenced above that the profit margin for the scientific publications division of a very large academic publisher is between 40% and 50%. The ethics of this profit, which largely goes to executive salaries and investor dividends, must be critically evaluated and balanced with the need to keep costs low; this is an essential environment for open-access to flourish and for rapid and low-cost dissemination of clinical information to benefit patients. It is, therefore, essential for us to ask where the money should go.
